Centenary of the Birth of Sidney Monckton Copeman by J A Fraser Roberts mD (President ofthe Section ofEpidemiology &Preventive Medicine)
It seems particularly fitting that to-day, when we have had the pleasure of seeing the Jenner Medal presented to Dr Leonard Colebrook, we should recall one who received that same Medal thirtyseven years ago, and the centenary of whose birth fell two months ago. Dr Sidney Monckton Copeman, who was President of our Section of Epidemiology in 1926 and 1927, was one of the greatest contributors of his generation to the practice and applications of preventive medicine. He received his medical training at Cambridge and St Thomas's Hospital, and with the encouragement and help of Michael Foster and of Lord Lister decided to devote himself to medical research. His first paper was an account of the blood in pernicious anemia. After some five or six years, however, he accepted a post as a medical inspector of the Local Government Board and the rest of his active medical life was spent in the service of that department and as a medical officer of the Ministry of Health.
Copeman was basically and essentially a research worker, and throughout his working life was able to combine his important administrative duties with fundamental research on a wide variety of topics. I was interested to see that my own subject of genetics was not omitted. For a short period he bred fancy mice and his results on the genetics of coat colour were given to Bateson, who found them useful in his pioneer work.
The greatest single contribution was undoubtedly the development of glycerinated calf lymph.
At that time the difficulties and dangers of armto-arm vaccination were being increasingly realized and yet there was no practicable alternative. As the result of Copeman's discoveries the present-day method was established and rapidly came into use all over the world. It is notable that to this day no better method of preparing, preserving and selectively sterilizing calf lymph has been discovered. This great practical achievement was based on fundamental research on the identification of the specific agent of vaccinia, and on the pathogens which multiply and progressively destroy the efficiency of the untreated lymph. As I have indicated, however, this great contribution was but one of many, too numerous and too varied to detail. I should not omit mention, however, of another practical achievement, for he was a pioneer of immunization against diphtheria in Great Britain. There are few annual reports of the Medical Officer to the Local Government Board and then of the Chief Medical Officer of the Ministry of Health between 1893 and 1925 that do not contain one or more of his contributions to knowledge in the field of preventive medicine. He also made important contributions to military hygiene, and during the First World War was in charge of the Hygiene Department of the Royal Army Medical College.
So it seems appropriate that to-day, on the hundredth anniversary of his birth we should remember with gratitude the work of a great man. And there are, furthermore, many members of our Section who will remember him with personal affection.
Section of Comparative Medicine
Meeting July 4 1962
The Summer Meeting was held at Glaxo Laboratories, Greenford. Visits were made to the experimental farm at Harefield and to Sefton Park where demonstrations were given on virus and fermentation research work.
